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			INTRODUCTIONS SUCK:

			FIVE FACTS ABOUT THIS BOOK

			Whether we’re a preschooler or a young teen, a graduating college senior or a retired person, we human beings all want to know that we’re acceptable, that our being alive somehow makes a difference in the lives of others.

			—Fred Rogers, The World According to Mister Rogers: Important Things to Remember

			FACT #1: THIS BOOK CONTAINS no magical answers or the keys to self-help, happiness, flawless contouring, etc.

			Our experience has taught us that no matter what so many self-help books and well-intentioned therapists, teachers, and counselors tell us, those answers don’t exist. And pushing yourself to find them instead of dealing with what you’ve got will make you more frustrated, miserable, and mad at yourself. So even if this book doesn’t hold the secrets to fixing all your problems, it will show you how to develop your own unique problem-management skills.

			FACT #2: This book makes one promise—that life is hard, but never impossible.

			The only guarantee we can make is that life is difficult and often painful. And so many of the major factors that influence our lives, from the way other people act to our own emotional responses to things, are completely out of our control. Instead of learning to blindly trust and act on our feelings when it comes to making important decisions, it’s better to look for guidance from facts, experience, and the pride that comes from achieving the least-crappy outcome in an altogether crappy, miserable situation. In other words, we’ve found that your heart is full of blood and your gut is literally full of crap, so it’s best to follow your brain instead.

			FACT #3: This book will ask you to give up on wild expectations, but not to give up on yourself and on doing the right thing.

			Giving up on false hope doesn’t mean giving up, period. It just means letting go of your unrealistic wishes for what you hoped would happen, figuring out what aspects of the problem you can control, and readjusting your goals accordingly. The only thing you’re actually giving up is endlessly punishing yourself and feeling like a failure for no good reason.

			FACT #4: Although this book’s for not-yet-adults, it’s really for everyone.

			In theory, this book is aimed at not-yet-adults. We wanted to write a book especially for them, in plain English, about how to deal with life’s biggest issues, if only to try to reach readers early enough in life to save them some misery in the future. In reality, however, solid advice isn’t limited to any one age group. That’s because many of the most painful problems in life—no matter your age—stem from feeling different and alone, and feeling like an isolated weirdo can make anyone see themselves as a failure.

			FACT #5: Although this book will not necessarily make you feel better, it will make you better at dealing with life.

			In fact, if this book does promise any keys to life’s difficulties, it’s one so simple and obvious that we have no problem sharing it before the book’s even officially started. And that is: When the problem tormenting you is unsolvable, at least for the foreseeable future, the best way to get through it is to stay focused on doing your best to be a good person, despite how crappy you feel and how hard things are.

			Our advice will give you methods for managing problems when happiness is not an option. It will also help you rate yourself, not on how much you’ve achieved, but on how hard you tried to do the right thing when good results and happiness just weren’t possible. And at the end of the day, that’s all any of us, at any age, can truly hope for. Even if most people or books won’t admit it, especially in an introduction.
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			HOW THIS BOOK WORKS

			STRUCTURE:

			Each chapter of this book will cover a big thing in your life that can suck: friendship, school, cultural differences, bodies, homes, and sexuality. Feeling like you don’t measure up to others in these areas—like you have too few friends or look too different—can make you feel more isolated, miserable, and generally sucky than any one person should have to put up with.

			Then, instead of telling you how to feel better, or offering solutions you’ve already thought of, we challenge you to use your own experience and sense of right and wrong to fight all the undeserved and unfair negative feelings and find a way forward. That’s why each chapter begins with a simple quiz to help you determine what your own values are and whether you’re living up to them—despite what you hear from parents, teachers, guidance counselors, and others or from your own negative feelings—or whether there’s room to improve and change.

			The chapters are then broken down into sections. Each one will use examples to illustrate advice for specific problems, separating realistic goals from false hopes. We’ll also help you decide what feedback is worth paying attention to and what’s negative and unimportant, even if it’s coming from those who mean well and really want to help. We’ll then offer realistic suggestions, not to fix or solve, but to manage those issues and the powerful, crappy feelings they cause. The advice will be broken down along these lines:

			
					
					SIGNS YOU MAY BE MISINTERPRETING THINGS

				

					
					 . . . AND SIGNS YOU AREN’T

				

					
					WHAT YOUR PARENTS SAY TO TRY TO HELP

				

					
					 . . . AND WHY IT ISN’T HELPFUL AT ALL

				

					
					WHAT YOU THINK YOU NEED TO FIGURE OUT IN ORDER TO FIX IT

				

					
					WHY THOSE FIXES WILL FAIL

				

					
					WHAT YOU CAN ACTUALLY DO ABOUT IT

				

					
					RED FLAGS TO LOOK FOR IN THE FUTURE

				

					
					THE UN-SUGARCOATED SUCKINESS YOU CAN EXPECT

				

					
					THE UNTRUE SUCKINESS YOU MUST REJECT

				

			

			Each chapter also has sidebars offering advice that’s both funny and brutally honest. Two sidebars that appear in almost every chapter are:

			
				DO MY FRIENDS OR PARENTS HAVE A POINT?

			

			Parents get to have a say in all aspects of your life, from where you go to school to where you live to whether or not you might end up with the genes for obesity (thanks a lot, great-grandpa ironically known as “Tiny”). Friends, on the other hand, are expected to provide all manner of advice, on everything, all the time. That’s why, when the people close to you try to control or just weigh in on more personal matters, it can sometimes feel like they’re taking things one step too far.

			Unfortunately, as much as it may seem like parental control should be limited, it can’t be, because it’s fueled by unlimited worry. Parents know that their actual ability to preserve your safety, future, and general well-being, despite all their efforts, is fairly weak. And while reliance on friends seems like it should be boundless, your friends’ expertise is often as limited as your parents’ concern is limitless. So before you greet every parental opinion with rolled eyes and every friend’s opinion as gospel, read these breakdowns of what they’re probably trying to say, no matter how unfair or clueless their actual words sound. Then you can decide whether their worries and criticisms are worth paying attention to or whether they’re overreacting and you’re eye-rolling just the right amount.

			
				HOW TO BE AN ALLY

			

			There are a few safe, reliable ways to help those in need, and many ways that trying to help can actually do harm. Your best approach for helping others is to think carefully about what you can do without taking on unnecessary responsibility and risk. That said, if you see someone who’s hurting because of their differences, we list some things you can do, and some things you should avoid, if you want to help out.

			So let’s get on with discovering all the ways that life can suck, how you can accept it, and all the good things you can do about it from there.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			FRIENDSHIP SUCKS

		

	
		
			FOR MOST PEOPLE, IT’S HARD to imagine getting through life without friends. They’re the ones we have the most fun with, who make us feel better when we’re down, and who have our backs when bad people or big problems have us feeling cornered. Having friends seems like an important part of being a normal, happy person.
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			But if you don’t have a lot of friends (or enough friends, or sometimes, any friends), your parents might worry that you’re shy and uncomfortable around people your age, and your peers might think that there’s something wrong with you.

			Your peers might think that anyone who doesn’t have lots of friends, or any friends, or has friends they don’t approve of, is weird, or a loser, or a bunch of other negative, hurtful things that can make you feel even more friendless and alone.
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			If you have trouble making friends or want to be friends with people who don’t want to be friends with you, it’s easy to believe those negative, hurtful things. You might wonder if you’re doing something wrong that makes it impossible for you to be likable. Which then might make you think the solution is to change yourself in order to find friends and get your parents and peers to think you’re “normal.”

			The truth is that there are lots of reasons for not having friends, which you—or anyone else—can’t control or change. You may be the sort of person who’s more interested in spending time alone and maybe isn’t worried about having friends right now. Or it could be that you just can’t find anyone you want to be friends with. And you might not feel great about that, but it’s okay.
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			Of course, you’ve probably watched lots of movies and TV shows where the “nerd” or “weirdo” gets a makeover or a magical best friend who impresses the cool kids and makes our nerdy hero into the king of the school. In real life, a new haircut just invites more teasing, and magical creatures are hard to find outside of fairy tales. Trying to fix the problem of friendlessness by changing yourself usually just makes you feel more helpless and lonely than you did to begin with.

			That’s why you shouldn’t ever feel like making friends is what you’re supposed to do, at least not until you’ve asked yourself whether making friends is possible and really better than spending more time alone.

			Remember, being alone doesn’t mean you have to be lonely, and it certainly doesn’t mean that you’re a loser. You’re just making the best of not having friends for the time being, even if it means feeling lonely sometimes and having to listen to adults asking why you don’t have friends. It means spending your time doing homework or reading or finding a hobby. And while you’re doing that, if your school is truly a friend desert, you can keep an eye out for places outside of school where you might make friends, which can be anywhere from the library to a sports club to the local comic book shop.
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			And being alone or lonely should never push you to hang out with bad people and do bad things. Settling for the wrong friends, either because you think you need friends or because you want to make your parents happy, is just going to make everyone miserable. The wrong friends can tear down your confidence by not accepting you for who you are, or by dumping you when you need their support the most, or by getting you into trouble, or all of the above.

			So when you feel friendless, not-friended-enough, or like a loser who’s doomed to be alone, the answer isn’t making friends by any means necessary or by doing something that makes other people, but not you, happy. The answer is to go slowly, figure out what you really need in a friend, and make friends only when you think they’ll be good for you (while learning to spot bad friendship situations and stay away).

			Don’t let loneliness get you down when you can’t help being lonely. Ignore the jerks at school, the doubting voice in your head, and even your worried parents, and be proud of yourself when you have good reasons for being friendless and aren’t letting a bad situation or a load of bad luck get you down.

			And when you do have friends around, accept that you might not always get along. Getting through those rough patches is a good sign of how strong and worthwhile your friendship really is. Real friends stick with you, no matter how not-fun either one of you is to be around sometimes.

			
				HOW TO FIGURE OUT FOR YOURSELF WHEN A FRIENDSHIP SUCKS:

			

			
				The answers to many friendship problems depend on your own ideas of what makes a good friend and what makes a friendship worth having. Teachers, parents, and TV shows from the 1990s all have their own ideas of what kinds of friends you should have. But ultimately, it’s up to you—not your PE teacher, your dad, or Ross and Rachel—to figure out your own standards of friendship. Here’s a quiz to help you think about the things you should expect from a friend and from yourself as a friend. It will help you determine whether those expectations are reasonable or likely to cause trouble.

			

			
				1You get so sick with some puketastic virus that you end up having to miss three days of school and have no contact with your friends. You expect your friends to:

			

			
					
					Totally freak out and organize a prayer vigil outside your house until you can hold down solid food.

				

					
					Get in touch after the second day to find out what’s going on and offer to come by to drop off homework or just say hi.

				

					
					Not forget your name when you get back, but not much else.

				

			

			
				2You catch someone you considered a close friend telling your secrets to a bunch of kids who don’t really like you, and they all share a good laugh. You decide to:

			

			
					
					Fight fire with fire. Wait until everyone hears about that humiliating thing that happened to her last summer!

				

					
					Calmly confront her about it later and see what she says—and if she denies it, don’t fight, just give her space and stay guarded when she’s around.

				

					
					Laugh it off, because if you show you care then your friend will crank up the secret sharing.

				

			

			
				3A group of cool older kids have been asking you to hang out with them. While you’re pretty sure they really like you, you don’t feel comfortable saying no to them even when they want to do stuff that could get you grounded, arrested, or even dead. You decide to:

			

			
					
					Tell them that the next time they try to pressure you into doing something bad, you’re calling the cops, using a taser on them, or both.

				

					
					Get brave, and politely turn down their next invite to join in their crazy adventure. And if they’re not okay with it then it’s time to find friends who aren’t as exciting but are a lot less fake (and dangerous).

				

					
					Ride out the adventure as long as you can and hope that if something does go wrong, you can stand the grounding and your parents can afford bail or funeral costs.

				

			

			
				4You and your best friend have known each other forever. You always have fun together and make each other laugh. But you’re starting to get into soccer and the two of you aren’t spending as much time with each other, and you can tell she’s not happy about that. Plus, your new soccer friends think she’s weird. You decide to:

			

			
					
					Force your soccer friends and your old friend to hang out with one another, even though it’s awkward and your best friend never really has anything to say. It’s the only way you can think of to make everybody happy, but it obviously makes everybody miserable.

				

					
					Tell your old friend that you still value her friendship, despite your new interests, and make time to hang out with her. And make it clear to your new friends that if they’re not cool with and to her, then you’re not cool with them.

				

					
					Tell your soccer friends you’ve ditched your old friend, but still secretly hang out with her, making sure your soccer friends don’t see the two of you together. That way, again, everybody’s happy (except you).

				

			

			
				ANSWER KEY

			

			IF YOUR ANSWERS WERE MAINLY As:

			
				Your expectations are too high. You expect a lot from friendship, both from yourself and from others. You feel way too responsible for meeting impossible friendship standards, pushing so hard to “do the right thing” and protect your friends’ feelings that you end up hurting their feelings and screwing up. And because you’re so hard on yourself, you tend to punish others for not achieving your high standards. Unfortunately, friendships can easily be messed up by factors that nobody can control. So having high expectations and reacting impulsively to them is never smart, whether you’re angry at a friend or angry at yourself. Instead of expecting people and friendships to be perfect, learn to think carefully about your right, and your friends’ rights, to feel and do things that disappoint other people, at least in the short run, when there’s no better alternative.

			

			IF YOUR ANSWERS WERE MAINLY Bs:

			
				Your expectations are just right. You’re getting the hang of being kind to others while also paying attention to your own needs (also known as being a good friend to other people and to yourself). Overall, you know how to be a good friend and good person, even if, like every human being, you don’t always do the best job of it. You accept the fact that feelings change in ways you can’t control and that people aren’t perfect. Some friendships stop working, some people will let you down, and you may disappoint some people. But it usually won’t do you any good to force relationships to be something they are not or to punish other people or yourself. Instead, learn to accept uncontrollable changes in a friendship while becoming more selective about who you spend time with, even if it means going slowly and being lonely sometimes. A good friend is someone you can trust and rely on, and people like that aren’t easy to find.

			

			IF YOUR ANSWERS WERE MAINLY Cs:

			
				Your expectations are too low. You’re not willing to put in the effort to make potential friendships work if they seem too risky or “uncool.” But you are too willing to forgive and tolerate bad friends without protecting yourself from being hurt or mistreated. Friendship isn’t always fun and often requires work, but that’s how life is in general. The point of friendship isn’t just having people in your life whose support and understanding make it easier to get through life’s ups and downs, but also being that person to others. So, in order to make good friends and avoid bad friends, raise your standards for being a good friend. And expect good friendship from the people you hang out with. It’s not worth it to compromise.

			

			
				DO MY PARENTS HAVE A POINT?

			

			WHEN YOUR PARENTS SAY . . .

			“That friend of yours is [insert difference here]—I don’t want them in my house.”

			IT SOUNDS DUMB BECAUSE . . .

			They’re being total bigots, and there’s no defending their Jurassic-era attitudes toward people who are different.

			BUT IT’S NOT DUMB TO THEM BECAUSE . . .

			They may be scared or ignorant—that’s not to say what they’ve said is okay, but that their worries, as misplaced and wrong as they may be, could come from a place of love and concern for you.

			SO BE SMART AND . . .

			Remember that some adults have ideas about 

			THEN RESPOND BY . . .
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